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Donne's ecclesiastic career has been so adequately
recounted by his biographers, Dr. Jessopp and Sir
Edmund Gosse, that only the briefest recapitulation is
necessary here. John Donne was born in 1573 ; he was
the elder son of a rich London ironmonger, who died in
1576. His mother, who was descended from a sister of
Sir Thomas More, came of a famous Roman Catholic
family ; she had two brothers who were Jesuits, and
numbered among her relatives many prisoners and
exiles for the sake of the Roman faith. She remained a
devout Roman Catholic till the end of her life, and her
son's earliest years were spent in an atmosphere of
Roman Catholic devotion. At the early age of eleven
Donne went to Oxford, and afterwards to Cambridge ;
in 1590 we find him in London again, and in 1592 he was
admitted to Lincoln's Inn. A young man of brilliant
intellect, he now found himself, as a Roman Catholic,
shut out from the' usual paths of honourable ambition,
and faced with the problem whether he should remain
in the old faith, and so sacrifice his worldly prospects, or
should join the English Church and take his share in the
life and interests of his country. Before coming to any
conclusion he first surveyed and digested, he tells us,' the
whole body of divinity, controverted between ours and
the Roman Church' ; and if his final decision coincided
with his interests, and if ten years later we find Donne
a convinced opponent of Romanism, though we can
hardly regard his change of faith as due to a genuine
conversion to Anglicanism, or to any belief that it was
alone the true church, it does not appear on the other
hand to have been a mere apostasy prompted by political
considerations. Donne was genuinely convinced that
there was truth in each form of Christian religion, and
that it was wisest and best for each man to accept the
faith of his own country.